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Chapter One


‘I declare the museum room open day a resounding success.’ Mum beamed happily and gestured to the local villagers who had flocked to Honeychurch Hall for a chance to see the legendary collection of artefacts on display. ‘You should be proud of yourself, Kat! What a terrific turnout.’


Proud wasn’t the word. Relieved was more like it. After a great deal of persuasion, Lord Rupert Honeychurch had agreed to my suggestion of opening the museum room to visitors in order to raise funds to make critical repairs to the east wing.


Honeychurch Hall had never been open to the public before, and even he seemed surprised by the number of people who had streamed through the imposing granite gateposts of the six-hundred-year-old house. The entrance fee was ten pounds and included unlimited mulled wine, my mother’s home-made gin and Peggy Cropper’s famous mince pies.


‘Although I do think this had something to do with it.’ Mum gave a nod to the silver tray she was carrying that held a half-litre bottle labelled Honeychurch Gin and six cut-glass tumblers frosted with fake snowflakes and adorned with stirrers in the shape of fir trees. ‘We’ve sold twenty-five bottles just this past week – do have a glass, darling. You can relax now. You’ve done your bit.’


‘All right,’ I said, and took one.


I’d been on edge all day because Rupert had insisted that no security was necessary. He maintained that Seth Cropper, the ageing butler who stood sentinel next to the 3rd Earl of Grenville’s heavy jousting suit by the entrance, could keep watch. He had even refused to put Do Not Touch signs in the dozen or so open display cabinets, claiming that his ‘people’ would never have done such a thing.


As the day drew to a close, it looked as if my fears had been groundless. No priceless artefacts had been damaged, no one had spilled mulled wine over the stuffed white polar bear, and more importantly, the star attraction in the form of a ghoulish mummified hawk had not disintegrated into a pile of dust.


Officially known as the Bleeding Hawk of Honeychurch Hall, the bone-dry creature was thought to be over two thousand years old and was exhibited on a pedestal in the centre of the room. The wooden sarcophagus containing the bird had allegedly been stolen from an Egyptian tomb by the 9th Earl of Grenville and sneaked illegally into England in the 1850s. The hawk supposedly oozed a blood-like substance to warn of an impending death, and it was believed that anyone who touched it would suffer a terrible misfortune.


Since the bird had been sealed in its coffin for over a hundred and fifty years, it was hard to know if this had ever happened, but today, the lid was off for all to see.


As well as the hawk and a variety of stuffed wild animals festooned in tinsel, there were African relics, rare ostrich and osprey eggs, maritime ship models, scrimshaw, and exotic butterflies set out in specimen boxes. There was also a collection of antique pocket watches, and unusual curios including a nineteenth-century Polyphon music box, an armadillo handbag and a stuffed giraffe head.


‘That giraffe looks traumatised,’ Mum said, glancing at the red clown nose and red-and-white-striped scarf that the animal was sporting.


‘Blame Harry,’ I said.


The eight-year-old heir to the Honeychurch estate – otherwise known as Squadron Leader James Bigglesworth – had been put in charge of decorating the room along with his friend Special Agent Fleur Moreau, who seemed to spend more and more time at Honeychurch Hall since her parents had started working out in China.


‘Rather over the top if you ask me,’ said Mum.


I laughed. If anything was over the top it was my mother’s attire. She was wearing a sequinned jumper emblazoned with a reindeer’s head, and a pair of red and green tartan trousers that were far too tight. Silver baubles dangled from her ear lobes.


‘I love this time of year,’ Mum enthused, giving my black tunic, leggings and ankle boots a critical glance. ‘You could have tried harder to get into the spirit of things, Katherine.’


I lifted my hair to point to my miniature snowman earrings.


‘You can’t see them under all that,’ Mum grumbled. ‘That was the idea,’ I said. ‘Nick Bond from the Dipperton Deal should be here any minute to take photographs of the hawk, and if I’m going to end up in the newspaper, I don’t want to look silly.’ Our local weekly newspaper would always feature the winner of the largest marrow competition over a sensational ‘if it bleeds, it leads’ story. Although in this case, Nick had told me that he was hoping the hawk would do just that.


‘Oh, I shouldn’t worry about looking silly,’ said Mum airily. ‘Your days of Fakes & Treasures fame are old news now.’


‘Said with your usual tact. Thanks, Mum.’


But my mother was right. As the former host of Fakes & Treasures, a popular reality TV show, I had been followed for years by the paparazzi, who were always determined to catch me in embarrassing situations. But ever since I had resigned and moved two hundred miles away from my old life in London, the media had left me well alone. I was now happily following my dream of running my own antique business – Kat’s Collectibles & Mobile Valuation Services.


‘And let’s not forget Major Leonard Evans,’ Mum said with a tinge of malice. ‘He’ll want his photo taken next to the hawk. He won’t miss an opportunity to look brave.’


‘You should be happy for your best friend’s husband,’ I said. When Lenny’s name had been put forward to receive the Queen’s Gallantry Medal in the New Year’s Honours list, Mum had admitted she was just a tiny bit jealous. As a diehard monarchist, my mother’s dream was to meet the Queen, and now Delia was going to beat her to it. But I was sure their friendship would survive. The two shared a great passion for Marks & Spencer and drinking gin. In fact it was during one of their boozy lunches that they decided to make their own, and so the Honeychurch Gin label was born.


‘Pity the dowager countess isn’t here,’ Mum said, changing the subject. ‘I think she would have enjoyed it after all.’


‘I doubt it.’ Lady Edith Honeychurch had been so horrified at the idea of opening the Hall to the ‘great unwashed’, as she called anyone not of her class, that the formidable octogenarian had taken the train and gone to visit friends in London for a few days.


‘His lordship looks happy, though.’ Mum pointed to where Rupert was holding court with a group of estate workers in the far corner by the polar bear. Balding, and with a trim military moustache, the 15th Earl of Grenville was an attractive man. Dressed as always in beige cords and a green tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, he stood tall and carried himself with an air of entitlement. Occasionally some brave soul would approach their master, reverentially doff a cap or drop a curtsey and then beat a hasty retreat.


‘Oh, here comes Nick now,’ I said as an earnest young man in his early twenties, dressed in a black leather jacket and jeans, came rushing through the door. His attempt at designer stubble barely covered an unfortunate case of acne.


‘Sorry I’m late, Kat,’ he said as he joined us by the window. ‘I had two weddings to photograph this afternoon and the last bride insisted on a retake. God, I hate doing weddings.’


‘We all have to start somewhere,’ said Mum. ‘Kat’s first job was working in a toy shop on a Saturday.’


‘Yeah, well I’ve been in that somewhere now for four years and I’m sick of it,’ said Nick, scanning the room. ‘Has the hawk started to bleed yet? I grew up on that legend. We all did around here. Do you think it’s the real thing?’


‘Yes, it’s genuine, but I wouldn’t hold your breath about it bleeding,’ I said.


Nick got out his iPhone. ‘I’ll do a few spot interviews first, maybe get a quote from his lordship. Where’s Major Evans? I need a photo of him – he’s quite the hero.’


‘Polishing his medals, I expect.’ Mum proffered her tray of drinks. ‘Can I interest you in some Honeychurch Gin? You’ll never taste anything like it.’


That was something I couldn’t contest. The proof had to be in the high sixties. I’d only had a sip and it felt like my throat had been ripped out.


‘Don’t mind if I do.’ Nick took a glass and a large gulp. ‘Blimey! This stuff is …’


‘Potent,’ Mum said smoothly.


‘I was going to say raw.’ Nick gave a boyish grin.


‘It was made on the estate by myself and Delia Evans, Major Evans’s wife … well … she is still his wife at the moment.’


‘What do you mean?’ Nick cocked his head. ‘At the moment?’


I shot Mum a warning look. Just because my mother didn’t agree with Delia giving Lenny a second chance after his short-lived extramarital affair did not mean that she should broadcast it to the press.


Nick knocked back the gin and gave a shudder of appreciation.


‘I hope you’re not driving,’ Mum put in. ‘The police are out in force.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Nick said. ‘I know all the shortcuts. I’m a green-laner.’


‘A what?’ Mum asked.


‘Off-road biking,’ he said. ‘It’s one of my passions. There are hundreds of miles of green lanes around here, good for avoiding the police after a few drinks at the pub … Blimey, is that kid still obsessed with Biggles? How old is he now, eight?’


Harry, dressed in his trademark World War I flying goggles and white scarf, along with Fleur in her sunglasses, French beret and oversized trench coat, was heading our way.


‘What about you?’ I said. ‘Didn’t you have a hero?’


‘Barry Sheene,’ said Nick. ‘At least when I wanted to be a professional motorcyclist.’


‘Has it started bleeding yet?’ Harry called out.


‘You mean since you last looked twenty minutes ago?’ I teased. ‘No.’


‘Oh good. Phew. We would hate to miss the show.’ Having stood guard by the hawk for most of the day, the children had gone to the kitchen for hot chocolate and marshmallows.


Nick offered his hand for Harry to shake. ‘Nick Bond, Dipperton Deal, and you must be …’


‘Squadron Leader James Bigglesworth,’ said Harry, reverting to his alter ego. ‘And this is Special Agent Fleur Moreau.’


‘Bonjour,’ said Fleur coyly.


‘It’s an honour to meet you, sir,’ said Nick. ‘I’ve come to photograph the bird.’


Harry’s eyes shone with excitement. ‘Would you like to see it? You can’t touch it, though. It’s cursed.’


‘Lead the way,’ said Nick.




Chapter Two


‘Are we too late? Are you closing?’ came a woman’s breathless voice from the entrance. ‘We’ve been driving for hours and got hopelessly lost.’


I turned to greet the newcomer and smiled. ‘We’re not closing for an hour.’


‘You’re Kat Stanford, aren’t you?’ the woman said. ‘My husband and I used to watch Fakes & Treasures.’ She was in her mid twenties and strikingly pretty. With her flawless complexion, long blonde hair, huge china-blue eyes and impossibly long eyelashes, she reminded me of one of the bisque dolls that I bought and sold.


She was bundled up in a full-length Moncler parka and carried a Moncler velvet backpack from which dangled an adorable white unicorn bearing the signature Steiff button in one ear.


‘Ah! Someone after my own heart,’ I enthused. ‘I love the Steiff miniatures, in fact I have quite a collection myself.’


‘He is cute, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘As a matter of fact, it was you who got me interested in collecting Steiff miniature animals.’


‘Oh, lovely,’ I said. ‘And you are?’


‘Just call me Lala.’


I heard Mum mutter something derogatory under her breath that sounded like ‘a stripper’, and hoped the woman didn’t hear.


‘What was that?’ Lala said sharply.


‘I said try some gin, it will make you chipper,’ said Mum, all innocence.


‘I’m sorry, I’m not drinking.’ Lala pointed to her stomach. ‘I’m pregnant. Four and a half months left to go.’


‘Congratulations,’ I said.


‘Yes. We’re very excited. It’s our first – well, my first but not Angus’s.’ She opened her velvet rucksack and brought out a matching purse. I noticed a perfect French manicure. In fact, everything about Lala was neat. ‘Ten pounds each, isn’t it?’


‘Don’t worry about paying,’ I said.


‘Thanks.’ She put her purse away. ‘Ah, here’s hubby now.’ She waved to a stocky man who had to be at least a decade her senior. He looked Mediterranean, with olive skin and jet-black hair, and was wearing the same brand of jacket as his wife, but in black, with black trousers and black boots. The pair couldn’t have stuck out more in this room full of country folk if they’d tried.


‘This is Kat Stanford,’ said Lala to her husband.


‘Angus Fenwick.’ He gave a big smile. ‘We couldn’t find the place.’


‘Angus refused to ask for directions,’ Lala teased.


‘Men never do,’ Mum put in. ‘Do I detect a northern accent?’


‘That’s right,’ said Angus. ‘We’ve come from Richmond, North Yorkshire.’


‘Good heavens! That’s a long way to drive,’ Mum exclaimed. ‘Especially in this weather.’


‘Angus is interested in taxidermy,’ Lala said. ‘He’d drive a thousand miles to see a stuffed mouse.’


We all laughed.


‘I’m surprised you heard about the open day,’ I said, and I was. Although we’d done a small amount of publicity – an announcement in the Dipperton Deal and flyers distributed around the neighbouring villages – it had been very much touted as a local affair.


‘I can’t remember how we found out,’ Lala went on. ‘But here we are. We’re staying at a B and B in the village.’


‘Not Rose Cottage, I hope,’ Mum said darkly.


‘Yeah. Why?’ Lala asked.


‘Just make sure to ask for a fresh tea bag when Violet Green makes you a cuppa,’ Mum replied. Seventy-plus Violet, who ran the only tea room in the area, was frugal to a fault and notorious for re-using her bags until they resembled blobs of grey mush.


‘Who’s that?’ Lala pointed to Lady Lavinia, Rupert’s long-suffering wife, who had entered the room with a tray of mince pies and glasses of mulled wine.


‘That’s the lady of the house,’ said Mum. ‘Married to the 15th Earl of Grenville.’


Lavinia usually wore grubby jodhpurs and shoved her long blonde hair under a thick slumber net, but today she had made an effort. She sported a white angora sweater – circa 1980 – with large shoulder pads, and a flared red skirt. Her hair surrounded her head in a fuzz of static electricity.


Mr Chips, Edith’s Jack Russell, tore into the room after her, racing around in circles and barking before cocking his leg on a Victorian mahogany torchère.


Lala stiffened. ‘That dog looks vicious.’


‘He’s just high-spirited,’ I said, although Mr Chips was known for giving the odd friendly nip.


Lavinia sailed over, smiling at everyone she passed. ‘Good afternoon. Good afternoon! Goodness.’ She noticed Lala. ‘You haven’t got a glass, dear.’


‘She’s not drinking,’ said Angus. ‘She’s pregnant.’


‘Oh, how lovely,’ Lavinia trilled. ‘All you do is give a quick push and out they pop! Children can be such fun!’ She spoke with the strangled vowels of the upper classes, which often made her difficult to understand.


Lala looked bewildered. ‘Pop where?’


‘How much loot have we made, Iris?’ Lavinia enthused. ‘Hopefully thousands of pounds!’


‘We’ll know more at the end of the afternoon, m’lady,’ said Mum.


‘Good. Carry on, carry on.’ As Lavinia fluttered away, I could hear her chirping, ‘Mulled wine! Mulled wine! Let’s all get squiffy!’


‘She must be so rich to live in this big house,’ said Lala wistfully. ‘They must be billionaires!’


I wanted to tell her that the landed gentry were often land rich but cash poor. I’d seen first-hand what a struggle it was to keep up with the maintenance of these vast country estates. The dowager countess had told me that following her husband’s death and subsequent crippling inheritance tax, she’d had to seal off two entire wings at the Hall, one being the east wing and the reason for today’s event, because they couldn’t afford the repairs.


‘But where are the servants?’ Lala went on.


‘They call them staff these days,’ I said.


‘Here’s a servant.’ Mum pointed at Delia as she entered with yet another tray of mulled wine and mince pies. She was wearing a bright red dress and a necklace of silver tinsel, and had topped her outfit off with a reindeer antler Alice band. Her face was flushed. ‘She’s the housekeeper,’ Mum went on.


‘Oh so that’s Delia, is it?’ I heard Lala say to Angus. ‘She’s not what I expected at all – a frump and plump. Is that a wig?’


Poor Delia suffered from alopecia, and frankly, I thought Lala’s comments unkind.


And then it all made sense. ‘You know Delia?’ I asked. ‘Is that how you heard about the open house?’


‘Yeah, well, no. Not really,’ said Angus quickly. ‘We know her daughter, Laurie. She lives in Scotland.’


‘You mean Linda,’ corrected Mum.


‘That’s right, Linda.’ Lala rolled her eyes and nudged her husband. ‘Angus is hopeless with names and hopeless with directions.’ She paused for a moment before snapping her fingers. ‘Isn’t Delia married to a famous war hero? Saved some kids in a cave or something?’


‘Major Evans,’ I said. ‘That’s right. He’s been awarded the Queen’s Gallantry Medal.’


Lala scanned the room. ‘Shouldn’t he be here?’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Mum. ‘He’ll make a grand entrance, just you see.’


‘I would have thought Delia would wear a uniform,’ Lala said suddenly. ‘You know, like Mrs Hughes in Downton Abbey.’


‘He’s wearing a uniform.’ Mum pointed out Seth Cropper, who was indeed garbed in traditional attire of starched collar, grey-striped trousers and tails. With his oiled thinning grey hair, he looked the epitome of an Edwardian butler. His eyes were closed.


‘Looks like he’s asleep,’ said Lala with a nasty laugh.


‘He pretends to be, but I can assure you he doesn’t miss a trick,’ said Mum.


On cue, his eyes snapped open. He scanned the room, then retrieved a glass of water from the windowsill behind him and drained it in one go, before putting the glass back and resuming his position.


‘What should we look at first?’ said Lala.


I gestured to where Harry and Fleur stood with Nick, who was taking photographs of the hawk. ‘Well … that, of course.’


‘What is it?’ said Angus.


‘The hawk.’


He looked blank. ‘Hawk?’


There was an awkward pause until Lala gave him yet another nudge. ‘Blimey, you need caffeine. The hawk! That’s the whole reason why we drove all this way.’


‘Yeah, yeah! That’s it. The hawk.’ Angus gave a foolish grin. ‘Forget the caffeine. Maybe one of these will sharpen me up.’ He reached for Mum’s tray and took two glasses, handing one to Lala.


‘I’m pregnant, remember?’ She replaced the glass, rolled her eyes and mouthed the word ‘hopeless’ before steering Angus away.


‘What a strange couple.’ Mum echoed my thoughts. ‘Fancy coming all this way, and in this awful weather too.’


It was hard to believe that anyone would have driven what had to be a distance of three hundred miles from North Yorkshire to Little Dipperton. Even though most of the snow had thawed, motorists had been advised not to travel unless strictly necessary because of the possibility of black ice on the roads.


Here in deepest Devon, ninety per cent of the country lanes never saw a speck of grit in the winter months, and the steep, narrow roads were notoriously treacherous and inaccessible to snowploughs. Luckily Little Dipperton had the services of Eric Pugsley, Mum’s neighbour, who ran the ‘end-of-life’ scrapyard next to her home. Eric owned a tractor and made the most of helping out stranded motorists for five pounds a tow.


‘Odd that Angus didn’t know about the mummified hawk,’ Mum said.


We regarded the couple with curiosity.


‘They seem to know Delia’s daughter,’ I said.


‘Or they pretend they do. There’s something about that Lala,’ Mum went on. ‘I can’t put my finger on it. Just one of my gypsy feelings.’


My mother liked to think she had inherited a touch of the Romany, having spent her childhood living with a travelling fair and boxing emporium.


‘I should watch those two like a hawk – no pun intended,’ she went on. ‘Delia tells me she’s missing some of her jewellery: her grandmother’s crystal necklace and matching earrings … Oh, speak of the devil. Here she comes.’


Delia breezed over with her tray. She took a glass of water off it and handed it to my mother. ‘Can you give this to Seth?’ she said. ‘He looks fit to drop.’


We glanced over, and this time it appeared Seth really was asleep.


‘Drop is the word,’ said Mum. ‘Why can’t you give it to him?’


‘Because I have to go and find my husband.’ Delia indicated to Nick, who was holding his iPhone up and sweeping the room. ‘We don’t want to keep the press waiting. You’ll die when you see my Lenny in uniform.’


‘It must be wonderful to be married to a hero,’ said Mum, barely able to disguise her sarcasm. ‘Is there anything at all that he’s afraid of?’


‘Snakes,’ Delia exclaimed. ‘But don’t tell him I said so.’


Mum did as she was told, nudging Seth and giving him the glass of water. As she did so, she discreetly pointed out Angus and Lala, who were studying the hawk and chattering away to Harry and Fleur.


The room seemed to have thinned out. Dr Smeaton – a man in his fifties with a grey beard and dressed in a navy-blue Christmas jumper with a snowman motif – had cornered Rupert by a contraption known as the electrical rejuvenator. Invented by Otto Overbeck, it was said to have been extremely popular in the roaring twenties. Patients were wired up to it and experienced an electrical current said to instantly restore youthful vigour.


Rupert had rashly allowed anyone interested to have a go, with Dr Smeaton standing by in case something went wrong. I couldn’t help wondering if Lavinia’s bizarre hairstyle had been the result of doing just that.


Nick waved me over and switched his iPhone to record. ‘Tell me what you know about the mummified hawk, Kat.’


We looked at the creature in the open sarcophagus. It lay, wings folded, in its geometrically wrapped linen shroud. The shape of its beak could be seen through the cloth, with a tiny hole for one eye.


‘The hawk was considered sacred by the ancient Egyptians and regarded as the god of the sky,’ I told Nick. ‘Or as the ba, or physical manifestation, of Horus the hawk-headed god, who was the embodiment of divine kingship.’


I went on to explain how the Horus falcon was the guardian deity and protector of the reigning pharaoh, and was frequently depicted with its wings outstretched behind the head of the king.


‘And if it starts to ooze blood, that means someone is going to vanish, die or be cursed forever!’ Harry said gleefully.


‘Maybe it’s bleeding under all that cloth,’ Lala declared. ‘Why don’t we give it a little poke and see?’


‘You can’t touch it!’ Harry exclaimed in horror. ‘It’s bad luck.’


‘I’m not superstitious.’ She laughed and moved in with her index finger outstretched.


‘No! Don’t!’ Harry shrieked, and suddenly pandemonium broke out.


Mr Chips, fearing that Harry was under attack, lunged for Lala. She screamed and grabbed Angus, who bumped into the pedestal, which began to teeter on its base. Harry just managed to stop it from toppling over, but Angus and Lala, caught off balance, fell to the floor with a tremendous thud and Mr Chips went in for the attack, sinking his teeth into Angus’s ankle. Angus cried out in pain.


Rupert hurried over with the doctor, only to collide with Nick, who was capturing everything on his iPhone.


‘How dare you come here!’ Rupert’s eyes flashed with fury. ‘Leave immediately or I shall call the police.’


‘Looks like you might have to anyway,’ Nick retorted, standing his ground and continuing to film the ensuing chaos.


‘Mr Chips! Leave it! Drop it!’ shouted Harry. But Mr Chips seemed to be having far too much fun. There was the sound of tearing fabric.


‘Help!’ Lala screamed again. ‘That dog is killing my husband!’


Mum dashed forward and grabbed the feisty animal’s collar just as the door flew open with a bang.


Standing there was Lenny in full military uniform, wielding an umbrella.


‘I’m here!’ he boomed. ‘Stay where you are! Everything is under control!’


‘Please save us!’ Lala cried.


But then the most extraordinary thing happened.


Lenny stopped dead in his tracks. It was as if he had hit an invisible wall. His face turned deathly white. Dropping the umbrella, he began to back away as if he’d seen a ghost … right into the 3rd Earl of Grenville’s heavy jousting suit.


Time seemed to slow down.


We all watched in horror as the armour began to sway.


‘Seth! Move! Move!’ screamed my mother, but the old butler just gave a goofy smile before the metal suit landed on top of him with a resounding crash.




Chapter Three


For a moment, no one moved, and then I heard Rupert shout, ‘Get the children out!’


I bounded forward to help, but Lala seemed to have rallied. Grabbing Harry and Fleur’s hands she said, ‘Tell me where I should take them.’


‘The kitchen,’ I said quickly. ‘Harry will show you the way.’


‘She touched the hawk!’ Harry said. ‘I told you it’s unlucky! Is Cropper dead?’


‘Of course not,’ Rupert said quickly. ‘Everyone out! Now!’


‘Dead! Dead! Dead!’ Fleur sang cheerfully as Lala propelled them out of the room, closely followed by the last of the visitors, leaving just Mum, Angus – with his torn right trouser leg – Rupert and me.


I feared that Fleur could be right about Seth’s prospects.


Blood was already creeping across the flagstone floor where his feet poked out from under the plate armour. He wasn’t moving.


‘I know first aid,’ said Angus. ‘At the very least, we should lift the breastplate off.’


‘No. Yes. Should we?’ Rupert was distraught. ‘Oh God! The kitchen! I don’t want Harry alarming Mrs Cropper!’


‘Mum and I will go,’ I said.


It was then that I noticed Nick Bond hovering in the corner with his iPhone. He had continued to film everything.


Rupert saw him too, and the expression that came over his face was nothing short of murderous. ‘Give me that phone!’ he shouted. ‘Give it to me now!’


Nick turned and fled. Mum and I followed, and bumped straight into Dr Smeaton holding his black doctor’s bag.


‘The ambulance is on its way,’ he said. ‘Let’s hope it’s not too late.’


Out in the Great Hall, Nick had taken refuge behind one of the heavy brocade curtains. We could see his scuffed boots peeping out. If the whole thing hadn’t been so awful, it would have been funny.


‘Nick,’ I said. ‘We can see your feet.’


The young reporter stepped into view and gave a sheepish grin. ‘Can’t blame a man for trying. Did someone touch the bird? I didn’t see.’


‘I didn’t either,’ said Mum.


‘I grew up on the legend of the Bleeding Hawk of Honeychurch Hall,’ Nick said. ‘Other kids were threatened with the boogie man, but us locals got the hawk. This is going to be my big break. No more weddings for me!’


‘What do you mean by that?’ I said.


‘You do realise,’ Nick went on, ‘that if that had happened to a visitor, his high-and-mighty lordship would be facing an expensive lawsuit.’


‘Exactly!’ Mum agreed. ‘Thank God it was only Seth Cropper.’


Only? I was appalled. ‘Mum!’


‘Nick’s right,’ my mother went on. ‘Health and Safety are going to be down on his lordship like a ton of bricks. It’s not Kat’s fault, though. She recommended that he take out insurance but his lordship just wouldn’t have it. Said it was too expensive.’


‘And then we have the bloke who was bitten by the dog,’ said Nick. ‘And his pregnant wife. What if she has a miscarriage?’


‘Exactly!’ Mum said again. ‘His lordship had better watch out.’


‘Where is Major Evans?’ Nick said. ‘One moment he was there, the next he’d vanished.’


‘Good question. I didn’t notice Delia either,’ said Mum. ‘So much for bravery!’


‘Yes, so much for bravery,’ said Nick slowly. ‘I’ll definitely want to have a little chat with him about that. Why did he leave?’


All of a sudden I realised that Nick had been recording this conversation too. I was furious. ‘OK, I think that’s enough, Nick.’


‘Were you recording us?’ Mum said with horror.


‘Thanks, ladies,’ he said with a smirk. ‘I’ll be seeing you.’ And with that he left us.


‘Oh dear,’ Mum said. ‘I think I said something I shouldn’t have done. His lordship’s going to be upset if he finds out.’


‘I’ll see if I can talk to Nick,’ I said, but somehow I doubted he would listen.


Peggy Cropper raced towards us pulling on a dark brown wool coat. She had her mob cap in one hand and a hand-knitted dark green bobble hat in the other.


‘Where is he?’ she said anxiously. ‘It’s not true, is it? Seth can’t be dead.’


‘Let’s wait for the ambulance,’ Mum said, blocking her path. ‘The doctor is with him now.’


Peggy allowed my mother to lead her to a chair that had been randomly tucked away in an alcove. She brought out a packet of Fisherman’s Friend lozenges and popped one in her mouth.


‘I’ll stay with her,’ Mum said to me in a low whisper. ‘You go and sort those children out.’


‘That’s nice of you, Mum.’ And it was. My mother’s feud with Peggy had been raging for months over some old boyfriend from the past that the two of them had shared during their teens. It seemed she had put that behind her. I was glad.


‘And try to find a way to stop his lordship being sued,’ she called out.


I found Lala chatting to Delia and drinking tea at the vast kitchen table. It looked like Peggy had been baking biscuits. Red and green icing still sat in basins on the countertop. In fact the entire kitchen was in disarray. Unwashed plates were stacked on the draining board and the floor looked filthy.


‘So don’t get talked into going all natural for the birth,’ I heard Delia say. ‘Take every drug you can get. That’s my advice.’


Lala picked up a packet of Fisherman’s Friend from a fruit bowl on the table. ‘These are disgusting. They blow your head off. Are they yours?’


‘Not likely,’ Delia said. ‘They’re Peggy’s. She’s always sucking them.’


‘Where are Harry and Fleur?’ I asked.


‘They went through there.’ Lala pointed to a door that led to a long flagstone corridor. ‘They should be back in a minute.’


‘I doubt it.’ I explained that the door led to the former larders and storage rooms and eventually out to the rear courtyard. ‘Knowing Harry, he’ll circle back to the museum room,’ I said. ‘Rupert specifically wanted the children out of there.’


‘Why?’ Delia demanded.


‘Because … because it’s very serious.’


‘Serious?’ Delia said sharply. ‘What do you mean? As in … Seth isn’t going to make it?’


‘He’ll be fine,’ Lala said. ‘Angus knows first aid.’


‘The doctor is with him and an ambulance is on its way,’ I said. ‘And I think it would be a good idea if you let Dr Smeaton take a quick look at you, Lala. You had quite a bad fall.’


‘Oh, I’m fine,’ said Lala. ‘But perhaps he should inspect Angus’s ankle.’


‘Mr Chips is such a naughty dog,’ said Delia. ‘He’s always biting someone.’


Lala’s eyes widened. ‘You’re kidding! What if Angus gets an infection and can’t work?’


Which was exactly what I was worried about. These days everyone seemed to be more aware of the Dangerous Dogs Act than ever before. Mr Chips could easily end up in court, and I would not want to be the one explaining why to the dowager countess, who idolised the animal.


‘What does your husband do?’ Delia asked.


‘He’s self-employed, so if he can’t work, that would be a problem,’ said Lala. ‘I’m sure he can come to some arrangement with Earl Wotsit.’ She helped herself to another cup of tea, added two lumps of sugar and gave it a vigorous stir. ‘I mean. Look at this place. He must be loaded.’


I looked around and saw what Lala saw – a vast room with a high-gabled roof and clerestory windows. Old-fashioned paper chains were strung along various hooks screwed into the rafters, and Delia had put up a miniature Christmas tree on the oak dresser – purchased from Marks & Spencer, of course. There was an old-fashioned range flanked by warming cabinets. A lively fire burnt in the grate under an elaborate arrangement of roasting spits – long since abandoned – but it was never enough to heat the room. Instead, horribly expensive portable electric radiators had been purchased to take off the chill, blasting out pockets of heat. Lala was sitting next to one, and her face was going red.


‘Are you sure you don’t want to take off your coat?’ Delia said.


‘I’m fine,’ said Lala. ‘So what happened to Major Evans? I thought he was coming to our rescue. One minute he was standing in the doorway like Superman, and the next he was gone.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Delia. ‘I wasn’t there when it happened.’


‘He’s such a brave man,’ Lala said. ‘I read about him in all the newspapers.’


‘The kids were caving and got caught in a storm,’ Delia said. ‘They would have drowned had Lenny not saved them.’


‘You wouldn’t get me anywhere near a cave,’ said Lala.


‘Nor me.’ I suffered from claustrophobia and couldn’t think of anything worse.


‘They were down there for three days,’ Delia went on.


‘Must be nice to be married to such a hero,’ said Lala.


‘It is,’ Delia agreed. ‘I’m so lucky.’


Lala pointed to the door again. ‘Looks like the kids aren’t coming back after all. Where did you say that goes to?’


‘To the servants’ entrance in the rear courtyard,’ I said. ‘And the original storerooms and larders.’


‘Storerooms and larders?’ said Lala. ‘Angus loves that kind of stuff.’


‘They’re not used now,’ I said, ‘but back in the day, before refrigerators, each small room served a specific purpose – cold larders for meat, dairy and fish; flower rooms, lamp rooms, that kind of thing. And a still room where the mistress of the house would make up herbal remedies.’


‘So the servants would have had their own toilet out there?’


It was a strange question to ask, but I nodded in agreement. ‘It would have been outside originally, but in the 1950s, the family installed a modern one – if you can call it that. The inside toilets – or water closets, as they were known – were for family use only. There’s a particularly lovely one off the entrance hall where the toilet bowl is beautifully painted with blue flowers.’


‘Yes.’ Delia nodded. ‘It’s like having a tinkle on the best china. The first time I used it, I felt a little naughty.’


We all laughed.


‘There are some loyalty portraits in that loo that are worth seeing,’ I said. ‘Photographs of the staff who lived and worked here from the 1800s until just after World War Two. My mother is doing the Honeychurch family trees for both above and below stairs. It’s fascinating.’


‘And incestuous,’ said Delia. ‘A lot of intermarrying. Everyone seems to be related to someone around here.’


‘That’s because Honeychurch Hall owned – and still does own – most of the village,’ I said. ‘The main source of employment in those days was on the estate. But it wasn’t a bad thing, because livelihoods were secure …’


‘And you’d get accommodation either in the attics, in the grounds or in the village,’ Delia put in. ‘Lenny and I have the most adorable cottage here – although it is a little small.’


‘I’m a Downton Abbey fan,’ said Lala. ‘You and your husband sound just like the housemaid Anna and Mr Bates. He was a bit of a dark horse, though, wasn’t he? Seemed trustworthy on the outside but turned out to have murdered his wife.’


Lala took a sip of tea, but I could tell that her comment had struck a nerve. Delia took out her knitting and started to knit at breakneck speed.


‘Maybe I should apply for a job,’ said Lala with a grin. ‘Angus and I are thinking about moving to the country. I quite like it around here.’


‘Did I hear my name?’ Angus entered the kitchen. ‘They’ve taken the old boy off in an ambulance, but it doesn’t look good.’


‘It was very kind of you to help,’ I said.


‘And the doctor took a look at my ankle,’ he continued. ‘Just a bad bruise, although the little bugger did break the skin. Rupert was a bit worried, but I said dogs will be dogs.’


Good, I thought. So no court case after all.


‘So … Dr Smeaton wants to make sure you’re OK, babe,’ Angus said carefully.


‘What? Why! I’m fine,’ Lala exclaimed.


‘Yeah, I know, but he’s insisting.’ He gave a brief smile. ‘He’ll be here in a minute.’
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